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Palm Sunday is about triumph, tension, and light. We are at the threshold of the ultimate betrayal and sacrifice, and the phoenix that rises from those ashes will shine and warm us like nothing we’ve ever seen before. This is the mystery and wonder of spring, and of an Easter coming. This is the realm of the Olympian goddess Hestia, of the healer Bridgid, and of the messiah Jesus. The hearth-light of our souls is at stake. Light will threaten us, light will save us.

Writer and theologian John O’Donohue says that modern light, and life, is severe and insistent. I find that to be true.  I have a tremendously hard time taking it all in, doing the most normal things. I become so overwhelmed in Whole Foods, for example (which, like Van Jones, my friends and I have always called Whole Paycheck) that I sometimes need a map and a guide to get me out in one piece. How can such a vast array of sights, sounds, colors, smells, choices exist under one roof, open for so many hours, staffed by so many different kinds of people doing so many different jobs – everything accounted for, every question answered – I quickly go into sensory overload and am lost. I am much more comfortable with what O’Donahue calls “candlelight perception” – a soft, warm light, a slower pace, a simpler life, that allows glimpses into the mystery of life and the holy, into the life of the soul. I worked for many years with Autistic preschoolers. I was very good with them. I never got lost. Being closed in on, almost bent over protecting an intense inner world made sense to me. Slowing uncurling the consciousness from around that protected inner world and allowing glimpses into the child who held it was a pace I could participate in.

To explore Palm Sunday you must know the insistence, the bright, penetrating strobe light, of the modern era, for Jerusalem in the time of Jesus was such a place.  It was an occupied territory in great tension. Jerusalem in the days of Jesus was a Jewish nation infused with Hellenistic Greek sensibilities under the domination of the Roman Empire. There was great variety, great wealth, and great poverty – poverty of the soul as well as hunger and despair. Some people wanted change. The Jewish people had begun to speak of a messiah. Some monastic few prayed for a son of the Elohim to walk among them, to make old prophecies true, and return the people to themselves, to their religious devotions, to their way of being a unique people on the earth, in covenant with the one God. The political many demanded a king. A son of David must return and remake the Jewish monarchy, overthrowing Roman rule and making all of Judea independent once more. 

This is the kind of change most of us believe in most of the time – one system exchanged for another, one leader exchanged for another, one ideology exchanged for another and all will be right with the world. The mystery can be mastered, all that is wrong- all that causes us pain and suffering - can be explained, blamed, and corrected.

To explore Palm Sunday, to grow from it, and hold it in your heart, you must also know the rich solitude of candlelight perception, of an ageless era that lives within you, and me, and all of humanity – a gift from the earth and all Her creatures that we are so often afraid to receive. 

Into the bright, glaring light of Jerusalem steps one man. All hopes, dreams, projections, expectations are focused on him. He has roles to play, he has a mantle to take up, he is told, do this or do that or you will die. He says, if I am anyone but myself, my deep, dark, unpredictable, God-infused, growing, thriving, angry, loving, forgiving self, I am dead anyway. John O’Donohue’s Anam Cara tells us Jesus’ message in modern language: our souls are complex. We are not one dimensional but have “a labyrinth within our soul. What we think and desire often comes into conflict with what we do. Below the surface of our conscious awareness, a vast, unknown rootage determines our action. The mythic story of the earth and the gods whispers within us. We [can] become aware of the patterns of blindness and obsession that unknowingly drive us. We find ourselves so often returning to the same empty places that diminish and impoverish our essence…When the unconscious becomes illuminated, its darker forces no longer hold us prisoner. This work of freedom is slow and unpredictable; yet it is precisely at this threshold that each individual is the custodian and subject of their own transfiguration” 88-89 One young man stood and told a people: “The eternal world and the mortal world are not parallel, rather they are fused.” 90 Your soul is not in your body; your body is in your soul.

In this candlelight perception with which Jesus asked his people to view the world, they would only catch glimpses into the mystery. No one could lead them to God, they would have to find the way themselves, by learning their own souls, by remaining open to suffering, to the paradox that in this amazing, beautiful, bountiful world there are terrible things that we cannot explain. He asked them to take an ultimate responsibility for themselves, and for one another – something no one had ever asked anyone to do in the history of humankind. He walked into a city that had made a place for him, but the place was too small. They wanted to be the subjects of a powerful king – He wanted to teach them to be sovereigns in their own right. They felt betrayed and they betrayed him, as he knew they would. He knew, though he wished it could be otherwise, that there is an utter darkness that deepens and quickens just before the light.

I’ve learned from Palm Sunday to think of a human Self and a human life as a tree. What can be seen most days, by most people, is that which is above the earth, that which flourishes in the light, that which is sturdy, and colorful and beautiful. What cannot be seen, by most people, most days, is the complex, delicate yet vast network of roots that lives beneath the surface, that loves the dark, that flourishes in soil that is rich with nutrients that seem cold and colorless but hold the very secret to life and growth. There are no monsters in the depths, no complexes, no fear; there is just the far-reaching, rooted balance to the part of us that loves the light. It is this reaching, rooted darkness that allows us to live, and to be uniquely ourselves.  Without it, no matter how beautiful or big we are, we would wither and die. This is what one young man who was supposed to be king told his people – this is the metaphor behind casting out demons and making the dead walk amongst the living. This was his hope, and his disappointment – that we would see that our greatest enemies, and our greatest allies are within us. This is the work we are still called to do, for ourselves, and with one another in loving community.

We’re bigger than we think we are, more beautiful than we can imagine, more rooted, more complex. Our senses, our souls stretch out beyond the bounds of the living flesh, our energy expands and explores. And what we are looking for, that God-shaped hole we are trying to fill, that we have always been trying to fill – since the time of Jesus and far back beyond all record and memory, the answer to that hunger is in inside of us – inside the us that is bigger than what we see with our eyes, or hear with our ears.

John O’Donohue writes: “We often remain exiles, left outside the rich world of the soul, simply because we are not ready. Our task is to refine our hearts and minds. There is so much blessing and beauty near us that is destined for us, and yet it cannot enter our lives because we are not ready to receive it. The handle is on the inside of the door; only we can open it. ….When we are ready, we will be blessed. At that moment the door of the heart becomes the gate of heaven “ 87 
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